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‘ Better for Haunts’ 

Victorian Houses and the Modern Imagination 


StfCiili Burns 


[in high‘tech world of digital 

Jikl furor? shock, the nsnMering 
Victorian Imutsc ncill hits a place. A scorch 
ftir images of “'haunted ho uses 71 cm the 
interna >idi.is an array cd" hire, hiir mmr 
striking is the fact tint by Far rhe g^iirr 
number ci+ (I’m: hemic* in [his Category 
arc vtTsi.Liiis nt'ihc Vieiorkii—wjr h 
mansard roofs or multiple steep, craggy 
table*, akuig with«K<o«id towerc, Gorhk 
gin^erbee jd. >.hj lutL- pillars, and cavernous 
verandas. So familib r an: such hnuM* th.ir 
wv io|»tHl to i be: i visceral appeal without 
wondering why or bow thi. Victorian 
h™s<\ in pjinL.nil.tr, came to be the 
universal sign LlVer iif itiplcry, tree-pi ik/sv 
ghcriti, and. crirriL-. or why a reinnsard, root; 
i la HOW lancet windows, or ipthy iron 1 *lc 
hi thf moonlight «irs up vague antinjr 
.uhl dread nr dicks shivery rhrills. 

Ilie Pater mansion in Alfred 
Hitchcock's 1%(3 film Pspcko [fig, If seems 
a Ijkdy sckjjcc of sudi coniuMijoiis, is 
<Ws rhe ramshackle Victorian home rtf the 
cariLwiiiifl (kilo Addams'seponymous 
Iso nor-show family (see fig. 16). From 
decades earlier, tliere is lr,dw.and Helper's 

f funic fry the ft&ilrodd (ft on I i spieiA'). 

which, with in ervip mat ic and forbidding 
Victorian fice, should have been the milkIcI 
for both. Cti Liiidy, i Iutc .are oilier wires 
of place* we assoc tare with ghosts old 
world castles, dungeons ;md trypis, the 


antebellum, big House. the a Hoped “Witch 1 * 
houses of sevciirL'enih-L-t-ntufy Salem. 

Yet none mi pervades and dominates \ be 
haunted siamh-I LmdKlpcas ibe Victorian 
hmnc does today. 

I |i.m did these connOWWtlsevolve, 
artd why did ihr^ diig in Victorian ^ylr* 
more than any oibcr? If wy- consider the 
Vkwiri.ni house in it*- own time and place, 
it readiqultt differently. ‘there is nothing 
omiiiuus j1k>l;i tire mansard-roofed Ikmisl 
m an Lb 7 I 'Tcreri photograph (fig. Itt 
the people powd lieic and [here about 
ikpjop^Ei; the house then the height 
ol I ash ion—was die material svmlxil 
of affluence, dk’gnuse. ackd tLiiic, Half a 
ceninr)' later, however, i bar very same sryfe 
had become a sign i Her of terror, dciili. 

■irirl decay. H«™, when, ind wlsyjid I he 
ghn p-ct. tike oner? Jlie ,i re hire cm nr did nor 
change, belt the contest surrounding it 
did, and radically. Hy recovering that shift' 
Lug conies l— lesthctk* historical, viiLlumI. 
and snci.il—we gain a dearer sense of 
the process by which the Victorian house 
became the prime atmrtr (oats of ihe 
iHodcm American ini agination. 

t aim to recominKt tlut contotc, 
focusing on the inrerwar period (roughly 
I 1 .) IH- 10 }, when tin: liau uU\l house 
evolved into iis lasting form. In ihai 
process. visual culture played a funda¬ 
mental role: in painting and pliumgi.i.pliy. 
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tUuBffl'WVfW ahd CirtLHim:. un die sCift il 
.ilk! in magazines, arrises shaped and 
gave eerie HlV tt* iho domicile that lias 
since bunced Tbc- modern tmagjiui bn. 
The images rheyooiLal—I jolIi l ji._ 
famous and the k'wer known—uiggsis 
die makers' own often uneasy emorions 

jlvur iLtch pdacc-t while jUt reifving more 
widespread atlit udev I truce the genealogy 
and - siiii!Ii. illii ieIs mfEI k." Lcijnii, \ iuC4 icLliS 
house by juKTitposiag close Looking .it key 
i-riUges (ami llieir producers! wjih a rttt.tr 
panoramic view m. find and iinutc diis 
arehirccrural type in the American psychic 
Ljmdvjpe,. both individual .ii id social. 


MempnJ AnJiite^Iun; 


D > rijips^. , E ly and liLMOTLcally speaking. [3 il 
VkI ihrLi il age co&>mp.i *■>£■* much of 
the ninciccnih century, in ihe l nited. 
Stales bracketing ihc decades froisn ihc 

antebellum eta {1840-611 though and 

L-kjvihilI die tiiav Ninerk-*, for American 
artists vl riren. and criiks of the intcrw.ir 
decades, “Vie whan" was a Iso an ;iLU 
purpose pejorasme used to bdititc ill ,ij ly 
every mndc'ciilh-cciiniry architectural Style 
lJui lLvLihtI Ijh hit itw principle* afcnlri- 
nial, federal, or Creek revival! dasricism. 
Wink' the Gothic revival aild Other rtttdt's 
of inicbrllum edectkkn were vcortlinyh 
devalued a* a marier of cou rse* the inter- 
war modem* nuurbhcd a special antipathy 
to art'hiicctnral sryh-s of the Gilded 1 :< 
roughLv from ihc inid-LSWJ.s Through ilia 
waning year* ui the century. Hik period 
spawned rhe fiench Second h.mpire siyle 
(also know n variously as (he m.iustid or 
"( «cikt;iI ( .i.ini I, ik QutCfl Anne, and 
mi ill ILluclHk nets pcmu3i.aiifwis ofrhy 
Romanesque and the < let hie—all of whidi 
had since fallen into deep dltr^putt 1 
in the Lady tweniah century, all 
things Victorian—including houses— 
came under such a withering onslaught 
tlut if words alone could destiny, not 
•a single structure would have been left 
muiding. At the very height of that Clit icft] 
■norm. however, and wirhiia a year of each 
other, Charles Burchfield {IS*J3-I%7) arid 
FJwatd Hopper (]&R2 IWi - ) tmhriilL-Ll 
such architecture in hold pictorial suic- 
mems; Hem r efAfystny (1921; bg, 3) arid 
Hmur by the Rditread n L J2S), respectively. 

lluiLfdky> house Is a craggy plk- tif 
jurring pahJes snd n.irmw windows wirh 
dagger points that pierce irs ihabby facade, 
revealed in the glare of moon light jihI 
etched tvith zigzag-shadows. ^ith its irreg- 

1-1 .u [lHifdi- and t iulhi'. LnuLliec die Im'll-l 

is a li iaorian jumble, parr stick s-tjHe. 
part Quail Anne. I fie cijlustTii|illubic 
sp.M.’e and ih.- JiL-iVLvl pmfKxtiH'—wlur 
Jack Morgan hasdemihed as ‘wrong 
geometry 1 "—c rigger unease and anxiety 
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Let she In (he fEJicgmulnl, a wcitfkod 

path leads Through ^ i n E^' mow tn rhe 
sJuii.swii.iii ponied, The front door i> dirk 

3 He) turrly viable. Ini: (We* ^|?incJlj,- ]liihdi 

columns frame a lancer window that firm 1 !; 
.111 intense ennge-red. Oil c htr lcKt. the 
muddy brown profile of a neighboring 
house, with sharply ihru.’iibig eaves and. 
Italianatc hracisTv. Kpmr; shut n ny pc* 
sibh- parade herwcai the rwet HniOU rea¬ 
lise only way dq proceed is toward the 
dinktw-y portico and us ml wiixtow. 
leading, us to ask: Wliai III--. behind tlur 
door? Vi lur is [he source of [Jut light? [he 
original Hilled Lite painting w±S House cf 
/V.jJj'i, IhjI lltL JitLiti Jl-.iIlI asked Itiitt 
[it chamgp n id something kss morbid. 
Burchfield cs plained that his pual was. Co 
express j '‘deep mystery," conveying ihc 
idea that this was "a house where aitything 
might havr Wpp'ned, nr he happening/'- 
CnnrcntpnnryaKb regimend anxious 
recliatgi. in thrir responses rei Bu.ri.lifield s 
Hauer#f AfyrterjAiul hit uurty E*ibcr 
images of Jit[ii|it.i red and ahiiukmcd 
dwelling 1 :, “No one." wnneJames W, 
Line, ‘ha* been able kj paint a house 

!>inking mote ghostly or mufileriMii’’ 
Helen Applcron Re®! noted Hurehlrdd s 
aliilliy “ralnnrai his decaying houses xviih 
n seme of pervading evil and QompTuti." 

I Ite prn.se rf’ul anEhroponturphLsm of tins 
. 1 1H kites I LIES' I m Jy ;u upl Lfi id mil 1 1 It el i i igs. 
Elisabeth l.urherClary descrihed Hrm& of 
Mystery as something r 1 1a.L had 'koine alive” 
£u |h^ ;tr|kt: “It 1 . ijLC is ji.dlid fv wLimIiiWx 
are eyes svirli eyebrows raised do a poinr, 
wintkrw frames [wisnrd. ...A Fragment of 
ornament dimbs like a Iraaid up rhe side 
wall.... A symbol of mystery vurli none 
ul fhc machinery of lymhnlhm."' 

\ L i l«.x disquieting. Hoppers House by 

:t>t UiiiliAui rquetenu a mansion in, [Jte 

(.iePKFal tirant style of the I8"()». El stands 

liIiJl-e x hJjalk iky, (lie UEtsgErO m,lIi Lj.ilihg 

harsh shadows rhnr dim The fmnr with iTS 
looming eerie n I lower, euhiiiipttd veranda, 
and u-Lixid i[EhtL bakurradc. Tier upon 
tier, ornate pediments decorate rhe coupled 
wimUiwj, tire bndut jet into steep 


333.LI 1 ‘s.i tl3 ■ i h xi i shin^hid in icily tlxt. Men 
elahorarc of' all are rhe 1 rail windows rh.tr 
si lfi - down from the tower, their rounded 
|H-d i ntents like lids Is eirtwnws tic lied 
in hntuetir. Behind rhe rower are three 
bulging chimneys, the red of their bricks 
famishing rkc only none of vivid color. 
Shadows obscure tit enrraisecway, vetlLtig 
arxl eradng ib? door. "Ihe only pmsibk 
mos'crttcnE wems m be mw of cht picture, 
one way or rise culn.-r. oii rhe rusty railroad 
mcki that extend acrowthc picture jilane, 
IslLsckiitg itLL.e\i hi rhe irnuc on |Ik .ilIki 
side, Ver the hmtte emanates stich a ptrwser- 
1 11 1 presence tluL vie can no mure inapt 

Ll'. draw fluii wt eati it:, i:-.L tIil- |XjU toward 

hLinehlu , -krs -nminrNiis red window. 

Hoppe ts re put at k>n as art uiiHindtmg 
ji-allu mtdijreEl crirical ncaeiKin m Hma/ 
bv the Riiihuiid. Even so, many sensed its 
fiauglir eeiemkI, J fhc tritk Lkyd i JotsdlrkJi, 
for £3Ample, wtote^, "WiihoLir arremptiiig 
to be anyrhiitg mure thait a simple a»d 
threat [MwfTaii iif an ugly hesijstr in an ugly 

place, it sLiecetdli] in Ixing tine oflhc 
m>xu |xtigiunr and declaring pieces of 
lealhns that m hweewt seen “ fellow 
p.Limee Gyy Pdie du lhiii erne of [lie lew 
mtrmarc confidantes fit the famnidy raci- 
ium Hktppa -hlined n onher mciniugs 
Lmbulikd in his friend's aidiiitrnnl por¬ 
traits " Ibenc is .. . a stiIIikvi winch hats it* 
cimrtftT|urt Lei ihe taJm pteoeding a s»nu, 
an ominous IliJI, eery |sic|i void, inhuman, 
Ilww Jn'id Arocrici n boiUft—VicEorbn 

in iri kili. L tnn.- gmrrjlly, ugly, wlnmsi 

L.i I esagge r.u itms in tonured wkkF— are 
haunted, Whether Hisppci poxloces this 
conscicHisly or not. I cannot tty" 1 * Dead 
ihcv ntigftL lie. hoL l kippers\. clu:Ljji 
hrmwc and Hurcts Hc^c3 t-nn. did nm resr 
in pc-JCCr 

Cum memary on rite Victorian houses 
(H HuTJiHdd ;md Hosier Was Consirteill 
w s it It -i biu.idei pjtitui, w-IijlIi condemned 
all rhangs of fhe Liter ^'Lcn-irian qKreb as 
ugly, excessive, and uia j Aritcican. jk*?' 
Wheeler Dniw in HCVi branded ilvt UCfk 
as i 'Retga ol I error” during which 
itiglitauaridi “nfeb-housci with bidcLius 
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■4 ' L li ‘‘i :il Jl< hi tilie nc and Pk-cur- 

wpaVilli' I--i . -i i. It CnA, 

f'rvjpwawf AmntiiM ArrtutMTurf 
(Ift’Sl, ■« illvjcaftj in 
] iUk.it. r Elumlirc. Tfnt Am/rsiwii 
Spirit ia Ar/iiittrfUTt, wsl, 1 j of 
Jbt ApMiW rtfAmur if* {Yak Umiv 
PtHi 1916), IB, rtp.jti 

i4 lilts: Pic tvtetiv l-ibcjji. 

Call a.t 



VksorijUl buikktV guides. Hich 
as [he "wfMxkn monsirosi^yl' 
jii G. B, Croft's iYvgwsiiiY 

Amfriitta AnhitfttitTT {lig. Tl. 
a* a n e kj in |'Jc of* 'ostenrai ion s, 
and arrogant u^incsi,^ 

Writers on arebirc-enirt a ad 
jL‘coniioii h afeaufu, had their 
own agendas, rheir own current 
style* to promote, and, by die 
early nAtneietk coiiury, fashion 
both date and vernacular h ;kL 
ttined » swing [owiid chaste 
vsrbrinns on rSv colonial or 
iIk dealt simplicity of (he am 

a ml] eraftt Ivongaluw HcWx_-vlt, 
mj rry othrn a ho looked htek 
on tike Gilded Age as jii era 
of unprecedented cotmprion, 
nm Li mi led to architecture but 
difFiwtd threuigbout American 
society. I he sihnln r-vii r*c 
Lewis Mumfbfii (two years 
tiiijvllhdd’s jmtinr) viewed 


franco-American (i.e.. mansard) roofs 
rampaged unchecked in tht North, then 
awash v i: 1 l LinmLiive Civil An fonunies. 
New wealth was Thcvug.hr ro have enr- 
toded die AmcrK.m Npqrat. Writing in iIk 

(.fftfhtrkm, Alfred W. McCann in Bl5 
blasted the "newly rich nf that title who. 
Ikl penning “palmee, -.it tin M.nisjid iticjl. 
The corner-dipped shingles rhe grotesque 
jn.li, ilv crabbed an^Jc, and ihe gilded, 
flounce,* incited * “riot ofdttoni, 1 eT 
"hcirluraus bastardy.. . in which rheonlv 
iliinp real were uglincM; and folly," IVy rite 
1920s, when the archircciurtl critic lalhnt 
Haitil:ii Launched an all-out campaign 
apiinsr tIk* Gilded Ape, that porterm of 
denigration was firmly in place, Humlin 
condemned rhe era is. an "abyss. of unc" 
that spawned, “wooden ntAmlmsiEirt and. 
blighted (lie AteiccMn. seene with the “h«r- 
rihlenest" erf manwi rtl rood r he ~bu Igi ng 
ubcdtiics ul the Victorian puith, dlUtk 
ainfusinn, k-juIcii incnngruiiv, and "uni- 
vmal ugliness" "lb drive hi« point home, 
Hamlin reproduced, illuvLnitions from 


iIl.' nincietnth century an Line; 
corn i minus process of aesrhetk: disinregra- 
iii mi and decline, culminating after (fie 
Civil War in die burbirism of ihe "Brow n 
Decades.* Mum lord A rubric denoted a 
"smudged arid muddled civlHztckm tlut 
plumbed tHhi lower depths to produce 
“airodlks" out of the “rubbish heap?.' ol 
(lie fttdl. while “alien hmed ifterwltcltnd 
[he handful of artists and arc hiri-trs who 
struggled. agiiiiH die udJ:> to preserve ilk'tr 
iillt grEfy^ FW hluinlbld, I toe ugliiH’M was 
the visible manifestation of Aysremk disease 
and not; “The nation nui mendy vsxirhicd 
differently after the C jvil War The country 
!ifvktd diFFerent—darker, riddel, soberer. 
Ihe Hrmvn Decades had begun. Dr.vd men 
wtre evcfvwlicre, (hey were precise in 
memory" dieir portrait suieally g.ulieivri 
dust irt empty |i(tdors (hey even retained 
|NiSM^k:.ii (if ihd: IhilIIls ,lew,I v, .i 
about rhe <-rrec“rt.' It um an age mired in 
a wmjI swamp of vuiality, h^knv i. w >:■■■■., 
rtheaniiiglcs-. maicTuliim. a ml ^litirual 
torpor. Link wonder Thar a wilderness of 
ai Jiitcutiral eve sores had risen Jrum mJi 
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i ramm of *tUi^y chocolate nnny 

browns that merged i nrn Nac k.‘ 

Mumlvni had mixed motives. While 
cx&irLit ing ihw p.nf, Eil- also aimed to 
CXTrsCT and salvage whatever five gold 
by hidden beneath that smutty surface. 

\ Li i rtuford 'i purpofc was not simply 10 
cxpies» k-.ir and kuthing ot die Chided 
Age; his minion wts* Ed claim H. H. 
Rkh*adsDn» Louis Sullivan, ami leant 
Lloyd b right as pmeaikors ofAinarican 
architectural modem Urn—dean, sleek, 
ami pole. rite very antithesis lJ" the 
Viemrian. ] le even acknowledged a 
"Certain scnl internal sharin' in the Ihiuscs 
of BuretifkM jiIlL L L^Kr: *rho:t mauurd! 
rool*. then r,i 11, ill-pinpnrTnncd witvItM!. 
those dingy fosadcs whkh COnCdl the 
l! i l':uL I * 1 1 cm hot rioni 4it wahm r E u na imre." 
Yn Mum (bid s ferocity more generally 
betrays idecpdii^iici about the iuiftkt- 
nth points of resemblance between rwj 
damaged j.HS*t war ^fHrkions the absence 
ill yrmik the rmimph of cynicism and 

disillusion, infectious public vice And 
ccmjfption, bibb in a Machine Age ih.it 

Slewed birth contaiiptibk imitations of 

real thing,, acid s culture of sensation 
exaccrhared by The abuses of r.iblnsd 
nFMpapereA 

[.ike Mum fold, the- hlsiorian F ied.cn l 
P axson mw die 1871b and the i*j20s in 
pond Id- In both pciwuU. “'em every ^Jde 

[here seemed to he waves of crime. Haunt¬ 
ing i mnwialky, disrespect dor law, and 

di■rf.'iiriri.-i'it wifh till: existing sen iji imjcr. 

Fears of a social revolution after the strikes 
ol 187" were matched by the forcta^l-" 
trigs of those w-ho in the postwar years 
LJii.--u lIil .Im! lIil International Workers 
cil rhe World tl WW), rhe communist 
rovaJutlorusts, And the pralciariai Agita¬ 
tors represented an oncoming cd lapse 
lit all that America had hitlw'Tto valued." 
TheUirnusil l.iijma! In J N fnhjhit itril acid 
the rtT. iv.il of the Ku Klux Klan were to 
l^xSttn lurtltcr ut instability and 
diseay.^ 

^■iirld War 1 cast the darkest shadow 
of-jt 19. JHjiOing cuuntkv* traum atized. 


SL-|,-i.ins jrii.1 l ivilijjv. with di,vII ^ulmi and 

despair. Returning from their mi I Iran’ 
service abroad, the Princeton graduates 

1 11 1 l it ItnJc IlisliLip .iiid Edmund Wi.v-n f: 

don ltd that in Amerki. 

tiff itxjfbad bfamta on tfd&nb, ...ft* 
dtf arrest where ter i miked usenm deep 
msd as sfarb as gram; d?e prat huildt ftp 
iwtwrf w m Ufa irniii ufane sfa dead 4 r? 
tier on ijvf. Wfam-er the ehtmuyeritfic 
(Hltrrn of r?r- r ti'mr b#4piinrd. rfv *:a nfr 
apptiirtd ihlfrrd ntui Hr file, litu-ied Utlh 
rabbid* <mA bant r.., in ft u-ard. r>ur 
cin'irQtmcnt find ri^r Imiv at iftfl pnttvd 

tau itroripfur iti r it fid, in J spirit whitl r itv 

i'ertfith iwpe is one at loyal Amrncttrusm. 
riv hu’r derided shat i«r dutd fast 
t>ut itnstnty its .j booh densitA to drdih. 

Among the mairdant poems tnd 4akrs 
in rhar grim imLurnc was "I fcarh of an 
Eiikieih.y E^fserif which llJIuw^ an 
umtamed Kchnoomi n his jtib in ;t 
Ncwaik candv (jctLiry. lilt route, die 
anonymous subject traverses a blighted 
urbArt biid^ofc wkir life hay become 
“heavy iiid Minlid and eJiijKy bchirrd 
dusty windows. He Ecels "tor rhe hi3t 
rinse that Death was blacken]ngand 
rotting tht- cltv."’^ 

Even America's modern laerories 
spewed fbnh mr. l>cliLHrar i3ig wlielha 
machine culture represenred progress, 
regrosaon, or some unforeseen lotisc" 
((tkiKc. the tc*nomi« -Streirt ( hi!<t: 
itemized a Long list ol uds-.rLi.ir Ik tore- 
iu.kL gHKnk including s|H>iled ketchup, 
adkilremed sweet dwcobre. canned food 
LCHiuniinared with hairpins, cigar si Libs, 
and worms, rickety hrmicure, leaky min- 
CHiats, divstih ing straw l«t-. didiite^tiuing 
otntor cans, rorteo radk) sets, aiad teterering 
typowriEcrs w jtli strlhkntittiiq' rthlxnis. 111 
Decay o*rad cverywhci^ c^en a* the 

rhetoric of modernism and triumphal 
industrial progress insisted im human per¬ 
fectibility [hfsHigh [LdumlHigy jud Mjietnjf. 
ItAhvs was modernity, it was a moribund 
otudernky Indeed. 
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r L.jym^ [Ik Chut! uf j Vit Lucian 
lHK P T HmtdtuiGardf* 

VS I iiiily 19/Hh WS. Injriru 

^ 'inn ::I "i [ :h: me. "'ll ill’, 
S-lfifl Mu I Hi 


SllJi CXpflBikifl* su^st wily 1 
Viernrian hnuv c.i me ro stand as a symbol 
of past cM’ruptio.n it ill haunting 1 1 ih.' 
lirx'wrti. Like rhe period ih* sjMw^[| it. 
the biLrtj'iL,’ was unclean. In die words on 
one VFcjley Sherwood H-cswlk Victwian 
house* were "dkoppin^> strewn across 
die countryside—dropping .il turn 
Iruded with thdr own vile “naotEncc^ 
U-s-s bluntly. Hopper himself Implied s* 
much in his coninumuy on Burchficldi 
architectural imagery—ifiinp wct(fc that 

might L':]li;lIU up pi h> lli.s OWIE 'Uni 
o.iTJve arch Mixture wirti trs hideous beamy, 
iL' fantastic mob-. psftido-Gythw;, .French 
Minun], Colonial, niui^ttl at utuc 
not, wrrti eye-sea rir^, color or delicate 
harmonics of faded pjiitl ^lioii klcri rip one 


mkr EnmnlnaUe jneets chat 
Taper ntt inro swamps nr dump heaps — 
iltcse appear again and jg,iin as lIkv 
skmld Lei liny IkKttcsl tlrlincjlion iifthc.' 
America n scene.” 1 ' 

Tlx- pcjOmtinc “mongrel'" was 

ubiquitous si r hav rime, A* applied 10 

archLteetlire, it denoted the indcMirihible, 
rhe indclwminaite mixture. the mipure 
and the unclean, ibe stylistic neither/ 
mu. applied indiscriminately to anything; 
deemed eclectic, ejttssivdy ewniic. (ir 

LJUl . . Ih dll . S -i i kU ii, l . ::i :!._ ! '.>.i- 

and l'HQt the co4n-ni.il style e pi wed an 
all-out revr ;il ill -domci-tic litbitniturc. 
icprociLfin^ sdinpkiifij- pine, and purely 
American, rooted in the trad if ions of cad y 
(and N i fl u it<h more v| rtuottsl American 
house lit. s.lIl-]v distant Irnm rhe patholo¬ 
gies a£ the t .aided Age. PraLsbg the true 
(adonial type of dwelling" in just I how 
terms, xhe Waihmgtm Patf i n I9M rated 
VicQciiit Aftliitcciurc ihc ' most gro- 
ta^ie" and nond chit, while there lud 
since been impnttVflYiu', "there are .still far 
coo many mongrel types desecrating ilw 
landscape ." 1 * 

Shun of dmwIiiLiiri, nnh ixth-me 
measures could exorcise the ghosts, 
pel tgc lJu present id dh 1 discuss'd ffctst, 
anil sweep its filthy droppings hem the 
land. Some, in brutally surjotal terrm, 
|W[jp[JWsL .tni|He.ilit>n nt .ill piiicr.ukcry: 
"tier yourself an ane and saw; and cur your 
way to amplidty.’" 1 * Others urged ll Total 
rtulccnver. as :irt. tin- illusir.it ion in tlx- uig 
gestivdy titled article, "Living the Chost 
of j Victorian House" (fig, ^). At top is 
riseI khi% in its Victorian regalia; Judor 
aii-hes. polychromatic patterning,, ornate 
trusses, spiky ridgepole. BcW h ihe result 
of the- onahauL sshkh has stripped away 
all ir*crex:enccs." enlarged ilte wniloM, 
t;inicd the gables, and deaned up the 
rcxilIiiLc cii puLninLv die ansnsd hue iiin 
of an Anglo American coln-ni.il manor 
with cI^nsk^I plctctlerOlfcS. Inside, proum- 
ably, there arc m LpHlcrttvh nr ^ksany 
crannies. "The ghosts hate diumpdk the 
mongrel has Kruime ,i ihuruLLghlxcd. 


9 Amt-ritm Art 







Murli ■cl .Mh; inncigii 

Lila ,i body, the Vktoii.m hoiviTicbicd 
a .vpirit withEai ils shell. Lxlcxior and 

Lnierior were cncirensiwc rhe facade 
with hi. turrets, mansard or steeply 
gabled ioof, irregular angles, and jigsaw 

scrollwork promised inner spacer equally 
eccentric and complex. equally discon¬ 
certing. Indeed, in ccmfcmponry 
opinion. Vkcoriin houses were made to 
be bunted. An tbe author of “Laying 
[fn; Ghost' .isked. rhetorically: 

Why shatM gjmts hike up their haunts in 

Oitr fyp? ofdoifflitig, and kind spirits in 
iiwrtfT: 1 bleed I ansu-er tits; question, j often 
t*t tixryiown there arc heme* bsosen to 
jfflir jit hiding placet for e-ti! spirits, houses 
with high if;hugs, deep gloomy closets under 
the rvnf. uvbdskf strut tjfrrt of uwad where 
spider; spin riteir snips, ternnft, ttirk-wood 
posts. with outlines that ratify dsaohtr into 
ffirpffj, abandoned iouvr rvmn i rnftmr 
ebipmttnii roll site acorns about during she 
nigh; Imm. moon-pointing fnials topping 
gables about which ban piety a$ those homes 
which nett buds after stir Cistil War. In 
dtfm stvrc the dark walnut da*-;, ftv heavy 
trim andpttteis. In shew ur remember fhe 
oefar of torit-istiir itphifssery on die clumsy 
furniture Otindsng rn the parlor, cohere dark 
shades tarJr always drawn against the: iniu- 
ssem of dtr cry sunligin. ,s 

I lit- Victorian houMJwa* haunted 
because—wi.ih irs dirk crannies ,uaL coli- 
webbed itTic- it harbored die ihadmsuf 
put live*, memories that refused to die, 

In Sinclair Lewis! seller, Alain 

Stmt, the protagonist, Laml Kcrmicnti, 
m.j n'cys the boJrtx™ id" her new hus¬ 
band* "mid-VicEaru n" house in Gopher 
Prime, Mirtrtewita, and suiKtlmb Co 
fhlrlk -iJiil dcM^jil: 

its full dtsmctlness cratidfdoivr her; the 
awkward hnuekiy L-shape of is; she black 
wetlttuT bed rinth apples and spotty pears 
carved on the hettdbaardt the Imitation 


maph bureau, wish pufk-dnubed Hens 
bars In and a pesiicoased pint-cushion 
on a marble slab uncomfortably like a 

graivilBUf. , r , I he aid linen smelled exj 
she soinh. She was alone in this house, this 
strange still bouse, stmong the sfutdows of 
dead thoughts and haunting rtpmmnt. 

1 hate ill I hate id" she panted. 

Once homey and comfortable, the 
Kennkon house has become uncanny 
in c her braid i an Sente: it nose harbors 
MHiLL-thi iiy mange .uni ominous. some¬ 
thing, once alive, ih.ir intrudes. irself as 
a disturbing presence, 1 * 

KawhciC (lid flich lL ! f .ll! III I vr.irigc 

ncsx rrun ifesr irsell more acutely rh.tn in 
tile parlor, that 'dld'ft.shiuitcd chamber 
nf horrors,” as one Livmeniprirary 
described it. It was die perfect embodi¬ 
ment of the "wax flrtw" era, with its 
"exquisite and exclusive rasrc for the 
dead" So unset cling were Its coimotn- 

iKsrm even at the dawn of the twentieth 

Lcntury r 1 i.it the influent oil editor 
Edward Bn-k launched, i campaign 
against it in the ladies Home Journal. 
The decor .uul the very iuinjs|jln.-re were 
dcaihly. he w mre : “we hang a wtcstIi of 
w-LiiH Uiswces in a g|aas case iMi the walls, 
lidding, perhaps, .1 cnflid-plarc to add 
.t cheeriul tone to the room: a carpet 
tii. 40 Us With (he nnsst pir^uin tciigs :i 
put on rhe floor. ,1 ivct Then, after having 
cjuviullh pulled down every shade in 
1 lie fcirtm, no as to , . . ^ct a nice, many 
a jilI ccmctcrtal ,me!I in the room., 
we have what we call, irt America, a 
parlor,’ llu- idea of the parlor's 'ccm- 
L-ccrial’ ambience no itietaphui. 
Ket-nce pmltTfimiliied undcrtali i np 
had taken ewet tk' f uiKTJtl hnsineu. 
the parlor was rhe room where the dead 
were hid out lor viewing. In one hte 
iimh-Ll-lillIi ■. l : 1 1 11 ; x | >! li 11 LNpjjpb tig. i'll, 
for example, we cec ;i pallor in which 
ail Often udfin, MttOthefed 111 flowc rs n 
stands on a “rinunKflv]^ flowered 
carpet amid a profusion of f ringed 
velvet uphuUtcry, fancy cushions., busily 
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patterned w.illp;ipi,-i. «md pMmo h» 
heavy frames. Iii 'tcmcfciiil' sinm- 
splivrc ij Jnun palpable. 1 " 

Inside Jnd dm, meiTIO(Hc* sJlu rated 

The Vicroraan house. memories of she 
men and wqiIkII who I tad been burn 
in ihe Blown Decades and wished 

on I - to forget iIil-cu. Ac chc same lime, 
rhcrc wai .in emotional bond not easily 
broken, even wiih (he recollection, 
lor example, olf the Brussels carpet, a 
“Victorian unsanitary horror, ot the 
“hideous" marble (ahlaup; and gilt 
and bine pnra l.iin clacks under bell 
jar;* Whil drew the mind bmk io 

mh.Ii korodr liorriib? The nevon was 

pliim to we: there were “the houses 
vn knew in childhood* that had been 
lived in i& nn modern house was. 

" Hue was chtir china; they ha lL taken 
on (lie irw*plicnble paling of hnmin 
contacts. Because of That—the trace 
and sediment uf past lives—such places 
exerid a powerful attract iM and a 
repulsion equally iiront. They Cimld 
be homey or hciniblc or. more likely, 
homey aW horrible, i\\ in Morgan's 

model of a house iL.n ret.tins the per¬ 
sonality of its former owners" and rbiis 
' ■ 

“remains In their spiritual po^odon; 



it is fwurufti. , P , Gi.iihie ]i,e„ Inrmrl 

houses, with their .ihundnm secluded 
spates, nurture ps-yehcpichit carryover-, 
project Eng a ‘lived in' character in. ihe 
most distressing sense.'' 1 -* 1 

71 iv mu sc vocal and re leu ties; critics 
of the Gilded Age or Brown Decades 

were indeed those who hud been 
burn during that time. So sell-evident 

was the general Iona 1 complex ihsr 
ii prompied EEisabeth Luther Gary 
to observe that ihe Victorian house 
was “(he kind <af thing dial h.i.s suf¬ 
fered most ai the hands of certain 
biller young painter; and writers who 
fasten ii]soh the- homed uf (heir child¬ 
hood. depicting Them in the aspect of 
cbetruvtivf demons destroying pre¬ 
cious individualities. Fven a walnut 
hatiack . . . h.r,s been charged with 
break i ng the ipirit of one of t hew sen w ■ 
c ivc ruiu ras" V} Sane as mi j’tkle. Cary was 
right alsout the status of the Victorian 

Imi i se insidi III huiI .1 ■ hugdion a ml 
symbol ofiltL- modern psyche ht-.iL in 
the grip of rhe past and irresistibly 
drawn back id it. Bitter or not, ii wa; 
due Gilded Age generation ihai created 
the iconic image of the Victorian house 
a; a bauruing presence in ihe niodern 
landscape. 

Edward Hopper was. born in Nyatk. 
New 1 York, irt 1882 —the height of the 
Gilded Age. His mother, I\li7ahcrh, 
■vsjbri I cits c ful personality nho held ihe 
pur'*- st^iiips, dominated h^F chronically 
u nsnccessf ul husband, and com rolled 
her chikLreif; lives.-'" Hopper^ child¬ 
hood home, built by his maternal 
grandfatlien was jlji IKifJ Greek revival 
with an understated Queen Anne 
addition, hue flamboyant Queen Anne 
and French Second Empire mansions 
abounded in Nyack ami were integral 
iu tie built U nd$capc of Hopper’s 
boyhood. Liter, Hopper closely studied 
Gilded Age architecture, recording 
it' "hulcmre be.LUIv" in niClLi.Ll.lnu sly 
rendered, warercnlors on location in 
Glome ole r, M a&;ac liu setts, bis summer 
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haunt iit I tic Thu sc—like 

Httskfil \ Htmieoi 1924 (fi g, 7)—a rc 
straight forward notations of place, 
time, and atmosphere. Morphologically, 
HaskefVt HouSr could In: [lie lorcinnl- 
ncr of Httitir by the Ruilrond It sramis 
elevated. Framed by two telephone poles 
that accentuate its. fusty antiquity. Yet 
cleat is no tiling Spooky or ominous 
about iti it is part of a rnufidanc 
strectscapc that indudes neighboring 
houses and some windblown laundry 
on a line. 1 1 is homely, hesmlich. The 
nnliLjinely Haiuf by the Haitrftiid^ in 
contrast, exists nowhere hue in the art- 
isis mind. 41 My aim in painting," wrote 
Hopper, "lias always Iic-un [111: most 
exact transcription possible of my most 
intimate impressions of nature. , , , I 
believe that the great painters, with 
their iriEcllecc as master, have attempted 
to force this unwilling medium of 
paint and canvas into a record of their 
emotions. I find any digression From 
this large aim leads me res boredom/' 21 
lliat was what I loppcr transcribed in 
Home by the Railroad. 1 1 is moldcring 


Victorian mansion is an architectural 
figment, 3 dicam image, a repository of 
in raise feeling liven rhe viewing angle 
bears [his out. We merely look up at 
Haskells I to list , as if we are standing 
an a sidewall:, but as we gaze, wirSi a 
worm's-eye view, at the house across 
the tracks, it looms over us as. if with 
iciMitr, like SO mu stern pa rental figure, 
tin we shrink hack into childhood tit its 
presence? 

Hopper, characteristically, played 

his emotional cards close to his chest 

with architectural motifs that express 

an ostensibly deadpan detachment. Ycr 

there is nothing neutral about House 

by (fit Rtiilrtiiid. This once-fitsbioiiable 

high-style house rises portentously like 

some malign apparition heyond those 

rusored cracks. A prime example of 

"liiongrcl' architecture ? s nxymoronic 

“hideous beauty/ rhe aid mansard- 
* 

lidded mansion hints at unease and 
ambivalence about family, childhood, 
and home. As to its genesis or specific 
significance to Hopper, we can only 
speculate, but given the emphatically 
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fcminine gendering of Victorian dome*' 

rictry in conjunct ion with ihc supreme 
power ei( mother o^rr husband 

.1 jici Min, ic Islurd |ci iL's-iss imagining 
Thar thii hnn<c hints jt a dire, lurking., 
niJlnarchaJ presence, As the 1 ii-cr-a r y 
scholar Pris^c-Lll j Paeon inks., “(Ian we 
imagine a happy childhood in Hopper* 
House by the H^tWoa^i " 12 


Mon: tijinpjivniily, (Ik - old lnmw 
lew ( harks: Hurrhtii ld functioned a< a 
metaphor lor ^Idutjical intcriority. 
iL i lEny. .i e i lL nii-morv. fspcvLilly in his 
earlier work, rhe roondv ,m t\r auocwd 
old and decrepit architecture with long 
repronicd ehikthood t naumo*. possihlj 
rJiv early Loss of bis taihci jiiJ Lite strait¬ 
ened circumstance* nt hi* upbringing. 
w:ih his widowed and grieving mother, 
in Salem. Ohio, for RtaacKlii.ki. houses 
were alive and sentient. In his- 1916 
(iKirrul, hi- i,iinic ihitc luxise’ were “■often 
more moody than rurure, ., . In rhe 
daytime they haw an astonished look: 

,t( ill ok thin 1 Jl-e L-vil, .v l i 11 En blQOd 

over sflirif crime." He- re Turned to ehikl- 
IioihI memories as one migliL return to 
the seen? of a crime* ■ describing, for 
example, the night before Christmas, 
when “the wind ni£i<;in-* amund the house 
corners, now rising m a hideous shriek 
new sinking to j lull’ mournful lull 
evil moan. . . , And dark shadows' come 
daw il from The ceiling ."-- 1 

lh,n dumhsmick dread is (he 
subject of Chunk Beih Rittgfttg. Ratify 
Wittier AVtj/u (fig. 8). As Burch held 
noTed. “Jr was an arT-empr ro express 
a childhood morion—2 rainy winter 
nighr the l hitfi:hboL3 js ringing and ic 
Terrifies me {the child)-—the hell ringing 
motive reaches nut Altd «l«rjito the 
rainy sky—rhr roots; of the houses 
dripping w 1 e h rain are influenced; (Ik 
child attempts ro hefi.c»mfc*TI<d hy the 
1 houghr of candle lights and Christmas 
t rees, but (he fcarof the black, rainy 
nig hr i* nnpwring" The image it tel I 
fully realizes 1 :ll painter's [Honshu, 
fven without (he ariisr’i voice, the 
viewer can acme rite illicit emanating 
from the spectral bill rower, rhe black 
rai ndrops, the 'vay-haclitd bouses with 
their grimacing lIliois -Kid fruwniiip 
windows. The home—ami family— 
ofter no protection; tile child is akulc 
with his fear. 2 '’ 

In rhe I92[)s Hurchfield—inspired 
b'. the bleak realism of Slier wood 
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A ndc non s novel U limburg,. Ofri &— 
nfbcufed hb m on the outside world, 
eLl- great epic pociry o f M idwcsi 
American- life. ... I became interested 
In the r cliques [fk] of whgti might lie 
termed our tag-end pioneer day* 
the false-from stores .. . -old frame 
inline mid Olbci building ol htsrmer 
day<- . ,. Eh] piwitcd [hem :n all 
eIh: ir parish and Lrudc primitive ness 
and unlovely decay, it *a< merely 
through a tie si re ro lie honest about 
[he a." 1 - 1 Vet Burchfield saturated thu-M: 
"bonesi' vision* of decay with such 
leeling [hat even the taciturn Hopper 
responded to The brooding f-famf hy 
a Rtilned (fig. 6 7) as “pure emotion." 
embedded in ri a solid and convinc¬ 
ing reality, 1 " With its Ovcrhartg and 

giLiihl, T. - I I i'-.il piLN|HM Lkijt., lIk; hflHC 

is .1 st ripped-down and mwderclicr 
(rtidWE$lfln Iranslaiion of rhe stick 
style fashionable buck c.ut Lu the IBTlOn 
and IbtfOs. lire emotion ihar Hopper 
sensed in Burchfield's image resides in 


rbe unsettled atmosphere, the J 1 it tI e 
sapling" sbpping its k-avet ’Violently’ 1 
i|>jin<i[ tlie old house, [lie '"tmstery of 
the srorm and wind*-* 1 P,i^r and present 
stand in Jarring Juxc^Hisitim, where 
the leaning telegraph pole and ihv 
glaring nilmad sign in the foreground 
BrccenCunte the fearIcsr ji desolation of 
the "rdiquc rhar asserts its haunting 
presence in the weedy landscape. The 
domicile depicted in No vs* of Afytttty, 
roo, is just such a relic. Burchfield 
found ti on Niagara Street in Buffalo, 
New York. where, in the S L >20s.. he 
JesijHKd wallpj.pef tor the J l. M. BLage 
i! rim party. A real place, it is ar The cime 
i i nte a house sher through with morbid 
and macabre feeling, 

I he Victorian mansions of illc print- 
jJS-iktl bl.tlKl L3wiglrl J-te 

even more nakedly personal, Dftertfd 
SI urn fori 4 fig. 10 ) represents an abaiV- 
lLihiilsI hoLisc mi Si arm Island, It is 
a turrere-d. Iralo-Moorish pile svLrh 
ivy shrouded walls and it shadows 
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veranda* next to which a shuttered 
window doubles as. a staring, mask3ike 
lace. Like the toad outside the coj>p]iiikg. 
fence and decaying walls, life has |>assed 
rhis mansion by. Dwight wrote rhaf, 
when she first came upon the place, she 
"thought of Jane Eyre” and imagined 
ghosts peering from the towers. " Thu 
upper windows were not bounded nr 
shuttered, and they looked at one 
with that insane expression which 
windows of long empty houses 
sequire,"-” Dwight s association of 
the descried mansion with Charlotte 
Brontes gothic novel suggests that for 
this modern woman, the house— and 
rhe memories it harbored—connoted 
nor family and coay Victorian 


domesticity but alienation* secrets* 
betrayals, madwomen in theartic, 
and—in her own ease-—'no happy 
endings. 

Trained as a pain ten Dw i gb t had 
lived her early life as a liberated bohe¬ 
mian, in New Orleans, San Francisco, 
New York, artd Paris. -She turned to 
lithography in 19^7 and managed m 
survive in New York until ill health and 
growing, deafness gradually undermined 
lux ability to produce. Solitary and sad, 
she had heen so tragically unlucky in 
love that she strove desperately at times 
to escape her painful present by recreat¬ 
ing into the past. Even there, though, 
dark secrets Lay in wait. 

Use past hypnatfees me. . . , I seldom 

liked my today -r, so l turned my hark Hud 
hr gun tanking into the past. . . . My past 
is not dead: it is striving fa he horn . / am 
pregnant with my past. . . . My eomeiaus 
mind has turned murk of (its} weight over 
to my nnronsfious memory, / sometimes 
meet these fragments of my past in my 
dreams. . , , Titty too are striving to he 
horn; they are unhappy at being separated 
from my eonscioitf memory. , .. . Memory 
has too much authority. , , , But she 
cannot he discharged. / want to know 
what she is hiding Jrorn me. 2H 

I he birth of bidden memories brought 
to light the most troubling * fragments” 
from the ini ud 's shadowV Corners and 
musty closets. Pregnant with the past* 
Dwight s spectral mansion is a psychic 
self-portrait, sjgmficr of a haunted 
mind. Like the madwoman in Ghc attic, 
the artist was a prisoner in her own 
Victorian house of memory. It had swal¬ 
lowed her whole. 

Dwight's sad ruminations lend weight 
to the notion rhat in the modern age 
the Victorian house became home to 
psychological demons. Each house was a 
vessel, a lid clamped down on a stew of 
powerful cmorions, horh personal and 
cultural—tear, dread, trauma, anxiety. 
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disgust, repulsion, grief, guilt—-meant 
to be shoved ro die back of a dark 
closer and forgot real. What the house 
Contained, though, always threatened 
to seep out, no matter how strong the 
desire to subdue and repress ir, Like 
Pandora's box, ic exerted a perverse 
allure;, roused the irresistible impulse 
ro raise the lid, peer inside, discover 
the secret, penetrate the mystery. What 
haunted these houses were memories 
I hat refused to 4.1 Le_ 

The Old Dark House 

Outside the walls ni gallery or studio, 
the Victor bin house did the same kind of 
cultural work, making its way into the 
modem American imagination through 
movies and -other tonus of mass culture. 
Through these popular forms, we can 
also discern more dearly a general shift 
in attitude from fear and loathing in 
the 1920s ro increasingly nostalgic 
sentiment and, filially, mockery, as 


the dilapidated mansion became the 
target of perverse and playful humor. 
James Whales 1932 film, The Old Dark 
Hause, gave its name to the cinematic 
genre in which the old house, creepy 
and sinister, is home to monsters and 
phantoms.- <h Providing concealment 
lor elusive murderers, lurking madmen, 
mid assorted eccentrics, such structures 
played a starring role while suffusing the 
mise-en- scene with a moody atmosphere 
of apprehension and IcAr. The expatriate 
director Paul l.eiii gave definitive visual 
form to the old dark house in his 1927 
silent film. The Cat and f/w Canary. LenL 
brought the conventions of German 
expressionism to the sinister Victorian 

castle on the Hudson River where the 
story unfolds (fig. 11). In the opening 
shot, we see tile I ant as tie pile loom rug, 
conical turrets darkly silhouetted against 
a lurid sky. Surrounded by overgrown 
trees and shrubs, the sinister Gothic 
structure is the cinematic equivalent 
of Hopper's Haas? fay the Rn firm fa and 
its kin. 


M.nr. itHTi (>ii ihii 1 I IiuI-.mjl I roin 

Paul l-crn’f The Cat +fW the 

CiThisy, 1927. in in?, 

Phcrffj.frit, New YVzik 
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Such haunted cinematic rites rapped 
into deep American roots attending 
back to Edgar Allan Poe {Leni was 
;t fan), who set an enduring mark on 

riic type in “ Ehc ['all of the House of 
Usher 1 ’ (1839). In Poes rale of terror, 
Roderick Usher, last of a degenerate 
line, dies raving mad in tile embrace 
of his 7nmbic sister whom he has tried 
to entomb alive in the bowels of rhe 
crumbling house, With its "vacant, 
eye-like windows' and ominously 
cracked an<l nioldcring walls above a 
'‘black and lurid"' tarn, the house itself 
reflects Usher’s disintegrating body 
and disordered mind. Poe’s imagined 
mansion became a lasting symbol of 
family degeneration and decay, along 
with Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Howe of 
the Sr vers Gablet {lEill), an ancient colo¬ 
nial manse haunted by a family curse 
that made the hou sc the embod i mem 
of an "odious and abominable past.”* 0 
Snell, visions had a particular resonance 
in Americai where the sanctity and 
security of home and family lay at 
the very foundation of the democratic 
ideal. 

Ill-fated homes of this sore served a* 
templates for the old dark house as the 
scene of the crime in modern mystery 
and detective fiction. Scores o\ books 
bore such titles, as Hans? of Mystery, 
House of Horror, House of Death, House 
of Doom, and many more along the same 
lines. In some, the Style of (he house 
was less important than ibe atmosphere 
enshrouding it. 31 The pulp horror 
fabulist H, P. Loveeraft drew (like 
Hawthorne) on early New' England colo¬ 
nial models rarher chan the Victorian, 
bur his houses concealed disgusting 
secrets. "The Shunned House * for 
example, is an abandoned wreck with 
broken windows* ‘‘lotting Ionic pi las- 
lets," a wormy pediment, and a “sicIrish 
smell’ 1 , in the dank basement arc rotting 
luiigi that emit j phosphorescent glow. 
Not precisely haunted* the house is 
unlucky: “What was really beyond 


dispute is thar a Eiiglicfi.il proportion of 
persons Iliad I died There ,"-' 2 

but the Victorian style figured in 
many more tales, including Andrew 
I .a tug’s 1934 mystery novel* The 
Cadaver of Gideon Wyck by a Medical 
Student. The story unfolds in a small 
town in Maine, which is thrown 
irun- confusion by an outbreak of 
monstrous births and gory rituals 
involving witchcraft, autopsy rooms, 
and blood transfusions. .Setting ilie 
scene is rhe Victorian bouse of the 
murdered Dr, Wyck. The narrator 
confesses: 

/ never could enter it without think in? of 
Hansel nod GreteL and the witch's house 
of gingerbread . . . the old place, with 
intricate scrolhaorli festooning the verandah 
and tin' eaves, mis painted a chocolate 
brown that had faded to the precise color of 
gingerbread, it must have been built in the 
Lite seventies. . , . Obviously, nothing could 
Irate been done alrout tire home without 
razing it and building it anew. ... At least 
it was all of a piece; they had left it just 
fa they jttsiod it: a rrsuaiiuicot to tire most 
tasteless period of American Victorian ism. i ' 

So pervasive was the notion of the 
Victorian house as a site of evil that 
fact and fantasy came to bg virtu¬ 
ally interchangeable, as in Chicago, 
where, in 1933, such a bouse became 
the scene of a real murder mystery, 
the victim was Rheta W'ynekoop, a 
pretty redhead found chloroformed 
and shot in the back on an operat¬ 
ing table in itic basement clinic of 
her physician mother-in-law* on the 
night of November 21, 1933. After 
two contentious trials, the jury found 
Dr. Al ice Wyoekopp guilty id the 
crime and sentenced her fo twenty-five 
yeans, in prison. Widely reported in 
the most Lurid terms, the ease was a 
media sensation, die Wynekoop house 
itself attracting as much attention 
as the accused killer. The so-called 
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Murder Mansion (fig, 12 ] was a 
wildly eclectic, vaguely Jacobean, 
late Victorian with a cavernous porch 
Lind a castellated second-story bay 
window surmounted by a rail and 
narrow stepped gable. The place was 
invariably described in the news and 
detective 1 nag 3 .xL 1 i.es as the sort oi 
house where a murder liquid be com¬ 
mitted. I n rhe words of one t rue-crime 
reporter [Ids was a setting '"to delight 
li writer ot mystery thrillers—;m 
austere and somber brick dwelling 
of the kind fashionable thirty years 
ago . . , weather-beaten and uninviting 
iron! the outside; inside , . , sixteen big., 
Higjh-ccLltinged rooms furnished with 
ponderous pieces of antiquated style, 
heavy drapes and curtains, and the 
accumulation id years—dark, dreary, 
and gloomy, 1 ' f Others embroidered on 
rhe rheme: “All rhe eerie elements of 
a murder mystery thriller were in the 
case—humors of a mud man or moron, 
a basement door and whether ir was 
locked or unlocked, a dark old house, 
a beautiful victim.’’ Where else could 
such an atrocious crime take placer 
llie notion of the old house as rhe site 
of chilling mystery even colored the 
lenses through which one critic saw 
Burchfield. Sensing a general change of 
mood in flic painter’s work, this writer 
commented: “butch field has nor lost Ids 
sense of drama, one might say that from 
burlesque he has turned to mystery 
thrillers,’ 1 - 1 '* 

A "gloomy mcmoriiaT tainted beyond 
redemption, the Wynckoop house 
ultimately fell victim to the wrecker’s 
ball , 33 Murder mansions or otherwise, 
many more old dark houses slid into 
decline or were demolished during 
1 lie inter war period. Neighborhoods 
changed drastically as rhe affluent 
sought more fashionaHlc addresses, 
leaving their erstwhile homes to become 
cheap morning houses for the working 
and indigent pour. Often, the old pilen 
were razed to make way tor commercial 
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and industrial expansion. Those left 
standing became eloquent symbols of 
a bygone era Jitd urban blight. 

[n the suburbs and rhe country side, 
too, Victorian mansions decayed into 
ruin, The photographer WLilkcr If vans 
touted New England and parts ol 
New York Stare in 1930—31 to docu¬ 
ment American houses of the federal 
and the Victorian periods. Several 
weft - in Hopper's own hometown ol 
Nyack, notably rhg tumeted and lav¬ 
ishly embellished mansion standing 
amid overgrown shrubs and steadily 
encroaching weeds (fig. 13 ). Kin to 
Hoppers Htm,tr by the Rail math this- 
house, too, is abandoned: almost hidden 
by straggly foliage is a For Rent sign 
tacked to the porch balustrade to the 
k’fr of rhe stairs, hi 1933 the Museum 
of Modern Art in New York exhibited 
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thirty-nine photographs from Evans's 
Vktorian Series at the same time that ii 
mounted a Hup per retrospective, which 
included Mfritfp by the Rrfifredd from the" 
museums own collection. Struck by the 
parallels, Lincoln Kirstcin noted [liar 
many of Evans's houses “’seem to exist 
in an airless atmosphere, much as they 
exist in the airless nostalgia for the past 
to which Edward Hopper . , , pays a 
more personal tribute"^ 

Evans % Victorian Series traveled to 
several other museums until 1940. By 
chat time, many of [he houses in the 
phntogrAphs had long vanished from 
rh c la ndscnpc, ! he steady d isappearanee 
of such places, along with the somber 
mood of [he Depression years, helped 
usher in milder memories ol che ginger¬ 
bread past. Whereas in the 1020s, the 
Victorian era still mirrored the present 
darkly, titer 1930s brought distance 
and -even (as Kirs rein’s; comment on 
Hopper suggests) nostalgia. In 1933 
the magazine Antiques devoted an 


entire issue to Victorian art and design, 
which it had consistently shunned, bur 
cautioned readers chat the products of 
the Victorian age were on rlig whole 
“’singularly unlovely" Regardless, urban 
sophisticates cultivating an ”indulgent, 
lull humorous ’ attitude hail already 
begun to adorn their apartments with 
Currier and Ives prints, haircloth sofas, 
and old square pianos. Later in the 
decade, tlie phenomenal success id 
.Margaret Mitchell s novel done iukh the 
Wind cemented the newly nostalgic and 
mistily romantic view of Americana, 
Victorian style. Lije Magazine, for 
example, pictured. Aunt Piftypats 
parlor with a caption describing it as 
'"mid-Victorian, upholstered, feminine," 
adorned with kniekknacks that gave it a 
"sentimental air,"- 17 

Chronological and emotional 
distance also ushered in a cult tire of 
humor ami satire that skewered the 
absurdities of Victorian excess, just as 
the old dark house movies eventually 
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became parodies of themselves, 

flic Victorian house au^^^Rtf 6 f° r Unlimited 
were parodied lii other media. The 
philosopher Noel Carroll asserts 
that (he difference between horror 
and humor boils down to the 
presence or absence of fear, He 
writes, 41 fear is- the metier of bormr 
fiction, [ji order to transform 
horror into laughter* the fcatsome- 
ness of the monster—its threat to 
him]an life—must he . , , hidden 
Irom our attention. Then we will 
huigh where we would otherwise 
screamThus, as the horrors 
of Victorian architecture receded 
in time, w did odium fade into 
jokey condescension. The houses 
might still be monstrous, awful* 
and evil—hut laughter* however 
ambivalent, dispelled and deflected 
their power. 

Perkins Handy’s HL Thc Gay 
Nineties’ exemplifies that new 
trend (fig- 14), 1h is lively drawing 
represents a late Victorian house— 
sporting balustrades, bays* gables, 
a cupola, ami exuberant flourishes— 
squeezed into a lace-crimined corset 
that compresses the building into the 
shape of a wasp-waisted* full-bosomed 
female torso, Dangl mg J rum the 
bottom edge are two srnckinggarters- 
that frame rhe crushed veranda and 
its broken columns. This was the first 
of Handy's Victorian .spoofs in the 
satirical magazine Americana . Ihc 
editor, Alexander King, was a New 
York illustrator and maivabout-rowti 
who* on seeing Handy's picture of a 
corset ’crushing a great, big mansion,” 
immediately demanded it for publica¬ 
tion. As with the Vrcronatwhcmed 
waicreolorx Harnly was making at about 
the same time, Harnly s fanciful works 
in the series were exercises in volup¬ 
tuous overload* “more elaborate chan 
elaborate, more ornate than ornate.'" 

Th c artist (1901—1986) aimed much of 
his mockery at whai he dubbed 'The 
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Monstrosity Decade” of 1900-1910* the 
period that, to his mind* was the coda, 
the last gasp of what had gong before, 
Harnly was obsessed with all tilings 
Victorian. Born and raised in Nebraska, 
lie was a peripatetic jaek-ot-all- trades 
who claimed to have taught himself 
to draw from the Scars catalogue. His 
grandfather built fancy Queen Anne 
mansions, including a magnificent pile 
for himself As. the artist recalled, it 
boas red Ted brick with jig-saw fretwork 
in wood with delicately fashioned half 
moons, lace work, spools, spindles, Ians* 
knobs, and machine-carved pi liars” and 
had verandas, bay and dormer windows* 
balconies* turrets, and gables all rising 
to a dome Tun noun ted by ornamental 
lightning rods-”'* 0 

Seemingly rhe opposite of House 
by the Railroad and its tlk, ""The Gay 
Nineties" uses many of ihc same ingre¬ 
dients but in a different recipe- Like 
Hopper's house, Karri Lys is a mix of 
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complicated cmorion? and ambivalent 
memories— but, unlike Hopper's, in 
humorous guise. Only one critic at 
I lie liitiL .h uspccted some thing more 
troubling beneath the quirky packag¬ 
ing, Reviewing Harnly's first ore-man 
show Hi rite Francis Toor Gallery in 
Mex ieo Ci ty, Eitrk|uc A.h uilsolu re coiled 
from what be perceived as Horrifying 
“falirasics of" infancy' 1 ar the root of 
the "truculent comedy" of HarnLy’s 
Vfcloria ci “* di version S. TVl] 

What those presumed traumas of 
infancy might be, we can only guess 
from the artist's vision of the house as a 
colossal doftiinatrix nf sorts, its ent ranee 
(so suggestively si mated he tween those 
garters) a porta! to oblivion, or bliss. 

Harilly was not the only artist to 
entertain such notions. .More deadpan 
hut equally to the point was James 
Ihurbcr s New Yorker cartoon in which 
a tiny, startled man perceives his house 
as the personification of all-engulfing 
femininity (fig. I5)r in front, a square 
Victorian with a veranda and a mansard 
roof, in back, the house morphs 
into a gigantic, ferociously scowling 
woman (wife or morhe r, it hardly 
matters) who awaits the Utile man's 
arrival. 


Hamlys pictured corset itself bulges 
with further subversive suggcstivcncss. 

As cite artist confided in a l l J&l inter- 
view, tile highlight ol the mail-order 
catalogue, his boyhood "bible," was rhe 
lingerie section: "We loved, especially, 
the women's underwear, and the corsets 
and the brassieres and the girdles. And 
that part of rhe magazine was always 
the dirtiest, from being folded up .so 
much. ' 1 - Not only the much-thumbed 
page.*; were dirty. By implication, under¬ 
wear itself—meant to cover and bide 
intimate, erotic, and shameful body 
parts—was, hi fact, the "dirttest." 

Playing ort tile I hem-prevalent 
stereotype of Victorians as suffocat¬ 
ingly proper Hypocrites who feared, 
repressed, and denied rheir sexuality, 

H unity's corseted mansion punned 
on char acr of repression while slyly 
intimating precisely what rhe Victorians 
so sedulously desired to conceal. At 
the same lime, Hanily encoded the 
secret of h is own homosexuality in this 
flamboyant fantasy. A transvestite living 
on the social and economic fringe, he 
described himself as an ole wllOrc, the 
' I wen bet h Centuries |jr<:| most notori¬ 
ous, low-down old queen,' 1 and (among 
many other things) '"a plush-hipped 
lie-nancy^ 1 The house, 
itsel f, also exuberantly plush- 
hipped, hints at I larnlys 
self-identification with it. 
Queering tile Victorian 
house, the artist concealed in 
ir his own fears and desires. 
In this context, the "’gay” 
Nineties might resonate with 
special* private meanings. 

hi a somewhat differ¬ 
ent way, t he New Yorker 
cartoonist Charles Adda ms's 
project also involved a 
process of queering the 
American family home 
through a calculated perver¬ 
sion ol the norm. Adda ms 
(1912-1908) began his 
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career ncreuclung crime-scene pho¬ 
tographs lit Trut Detective magazine 
in New York. There, he recreated 
“how I lie murderer mtiVed ahmit I tie 
room" arid painted the blood our of 
excessively gory police photography 
though he claimed to prefer them, 
mi altered LW unlim 

when Adda ms l»egaii m draw carrocins 
for the New Yorker. He published bis 
first cartoon of the ghoulish Ad da ms 
hi mil)' in lTJJH but revelled the exterior 
of their dilapidated Victorian mansion 
only in the issue of November 10, 194 h 
tfs- Ifj), when the quintessential old 
dark lionise materialized complete with 
mansard roofi tower, fish-scab’ shingles, 
scrollwork, and iron lacc beyond a 
chiined-off drive and a leafless, wind¬ 
blown tree bearing A signboard warning, 
“Beware of the Thing. ' Piling on every 
significr of Victorian stylistic excess and, 
monstrosity, Addams transformed an 
architectural night tin re into a patho¬ 
logical Km houscA* 

The old dark Victorian house had 
become a capacious symbolic vessel 
serving 1 range oi Cultural functions and 
desires. U was terrifying and monstrous, 
tasteless and romantically antiquated, 
or morbidly funny; indeed, it could he 
some or ail ot those tilings at once. In 
his cover for the March 1947 issue of 
Weird Tates a the illustrator Boris Dolgov 
drew on the some vocabulary as did 
Addams, designing his own version with 
iron licci mansard-roofed tower. Gothic 
gingerbread, and Ushct^csquc eyelike 
windows (fig, 173. Dolgov’s house radi¬ 
ates a more disquieting aura in that it 
is amplified by a red shy, rising moon, 
and weird nocturnal creatures. On the 
cover of a pulp magazine dedicated to 
supernatural horror and gross excess 
(l.pvccraft published all of his work 
here), the house occupies a different 
emotional register than Addams s. Put it 
is haunted, unambiguously so; we need 
no further information. 'ill e caption, 

“A haunted house . . . A haunted life” 


as superfluous, The Victorian house 
was simply “better for haunts, 1 " as 
Addams put it, its signi fieri so famil¬ 
iar dial they needed no explanation. 

Depending on contest, those “haunts" 
might he laughable or terrifying, but 
the Victorian house was their only 

ftMfeptre views and. lid lo 120 article downlra 

I lie horror scholar Jack Morgan 
writes that “when literary conventions 
such as the bleak, antiquated mansion 
become deeply familiar., they ire often 
dropped . , , or become narrative 
blanks:, a readership, that is, brings rhe&c 
conventions to a reading, and they need 
i)Ot In: overtly presented."'** Over I Litre, 
the Victorian man scon came to be just 
such a narrative blank. The Addams 
mansion, Dolgov's weird house, and 
the eerie H;tie> house in Psyeho were 
(and are) narrative blanks in the same 
fashion; then as now, viewers needed no 
clues to decipher the code. Such houses 
were already haunted. and the viewers 
knew it, just by the look of the place. 

This helps illuminate the putative 
ancestry of the Bates mansion, Many 
JssuirtC that its mode] wjs either 
Hopper's Hnufe hy thr Railroad or the 
Addams family mansion (or both). 

While Hitchcock himself offered 
varying accounts, what he told follow 
dirccror Francois Truffaut seems plau¬ 
sible. The actual source, Hitchcock 
claimed, was a type of Victorian house 
common in Northern California and 
known as. either “California Corbie' 
or, “when rheyVc particularly awful, 

“California gingerbread/'* The bouse 
Oil the set of PtyehOy he said, was an 
“authentic reproduction" of the real 
thing, "I chose that house and motel 
because I realized that if I had taken 
an ordinary low bungalow the effect 
wouldn't have been the same, 1 felt that 
type of architecture would help the 
atmosphere of the yam,’" 17 

Yet the association til House hy the 
Rdiirv&d with rhe Bates mansion per¬ 
sists, and both—along with the Addams 
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house—hive bred counties progeny in 
die popular realm. There arc hundreds 
of ^gothic" romances whose illustrated 
Lovers show turneted mansions looming 
behind the heroines who flee them in 
terror. On the Internet, we find haunted 
house cakes, haunted house screen savers 
and Lego assemblages, haunted doll¬ 
houses, hatmred house model hits, and 
a Scooby-Doo! Haunted House board 
game, not to mention [he Phantom 
Manor attraction, ;l Psycho house 
abroad, at Disney World*. Paris. I lie 
members ot the Adda ms family—and 
their iconic house—have expanded their 
horizon* in television serials, movies, 
pinball and video games, and, most 
recently, a musical comedy that (like [he 
repressed) seems always to return. 

Ironically, the narrative blankness 
of House by she Rusirotui, Burchfield s 


.House nf Mystery, 1 Wight's Deserted 
Mansion, and their kin overlays what 
was once a historically and culturally 
specific response to a disturbing past 
that had both biographical and soeiili 
dimensions. Ihc artists 1 visions grew 
out of and in turn fed the ambivalent 
and anxious discourse nl the Victorian 
house*, writing rhe codes for what we 
have largely forgotten yet still intuitively 
sense, The it iconic status and ubiquitous 
offspring in the popular realm testify 
to our persistent fascination with the 
perversities of rhe American home and 
the dark side of everything with in. 

And whether wu dream, snicker, or 
sh iver in the presence tiE such places, 
their capacity ro stir cuir emotions has 
hardly faded. Even today, [hey con¬ 
tinue to haunt the imagination with 
urtdiminis tied power. 
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